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The Resurrection of Yik Yak
Lily Neher

How does a hit social platform disappear completely, only to return just as abruptly without
clear explanation? In 2017, popular social platform Yik Yak was shut down after multiple
internal and external issues. The app, popular on college campuses for its location-based nature
as a vehicle for campus gossip, disappeared from the internet for several years. In August 2021
the second iteration of Yik Yak returned to the app store just in time for the fall semester. Does
Yik Yak’s return show more promise than its original rendition? Will engagement of the current
class of college students propel it forward, or will issues surrounding bullying and abuse of
anonymity strike it down again? In exploring the appeal of location-based apps like Yik Yak, one
can articulate the significance of online communities in academia and see why Yik Yak is able to
highlight aspects of the student experience in unique ways. Through upvotes and downvotes,
users are able to self-moderate content depending on the given communities’ opinion of what
crosses the line. Yik Yak’s presence in the digital economy is a thriving part of the digital
landscape as the app’s nature allows for an interactive message board that mirrors real-life
social phenomena.

When Yik Yak first appeared on the app store in 2013, it rose to popularity quickly, earning it a
valuation of $400 million around a year later. The structure of the app is rooted in three things:
location, anonymity, and user moderation. “Yaks” or 200-character limit messages in one’s fivemile radius are displayed without usernames across two tabs, one chronological and the other
“hot”, featuring yaks that have received a large number of votes within the app's voting
system. This voting system allows each user to click an up or down arrow beside each message,
allowing the Yak to either gain more visibility with “upvotes”, or to be taken down completely
at a relatively small cap of 5 “downvotes”. Favored on college campuses, it became a free-forall message board and sense of student life, until more significant issues arose.
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Most concerns that led to the demise of the first version of Yik Yak stemmed from cyberbullying
and concern over use of the app by younger kids spreading somewhat harmful gossip in middle
and high schools. Instances of legitimate threats being made on the app led to debate around
whether one should be identified from a Yak, and where to draw the line on the app's
anonymity policy. All this turmoil was followed by a series of security breaches from 2015-2017,
with the abrupt exit of the CTO, Tom Chernetsky, at the peak of moderation debate and
massive user decline. After years of Yik Yak lying in the Appstore graveyard, a zombie-like
resurrection came to fruition in mid 2021. Critics ask two questions, one simply, Why? and the
other, slightly more involved, What is different about the app now that will prevent the same
issues from arising?

One main change is the addition of the Stay Safe resources tab, covering topics including
bullying, consent, safe rides, and even COVID-19. There is a separate section addressing mental
health concerns, as well as an assurance on the page that the new iteration has a zerotolerance policy for posts targeting users based on race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual
orientation, or disability. Harmful posts, including hate speech are to be reported for removal
as per the Community Guidelines, though many users take a less official approach and
downvote off what they don’t like.

In a study by Nora Draper on use of use moderation through Yik Yak on the University of New
Hampshire Campus, Yik Yak’s voting system was described to have “Unique theoretical interest
[of] participants’ characterization of successful moderation as the result of distributed
responses to material that conflicted with community norms.” (Draper, 2) The key phrase being
“community norms” in that what is considered acceptable can vary depending on the location
of the campus that displays the 5-mile radius of Yaks. Certain campuses may have a higher
threshold of edgier comments that other campuses would deem unacceptable.

When looking at the user base of Yik Yak, particularly their relationship with the location
feature, Jordan Frith and Michael Saker explained that “One participant stopped using the
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application…specifically because of racist posts that were not always downvoted. She explained
the problem was worse when she was down by her mother’s house in City E.” (Frith, 4.3) Some
of this stems from the prestige of the university or the general economic and political climate
of the location. Some colleges are more of a melting pot while others, especially state schools,
have more students who likely grew up around the area of their college town. This could create
a less worldly or overall ignorant user base. For the most part actual hate speech is reported or
downvoted away, but offensive comments still slip through the cracks. This is yet another way
that Yik Yak mirrors real life social interaction in a digital space, displaying everything being
“said” in one spot making it easy to compare the level and quantity of the inevitable crude
posts.

Yik Yak can also serve as an educational opportunity through the comments feature. While
there are instances of problematic comment sections, a lot of the time social justice motivated
users take advantage of the section to call out people who posted hateful or ignorant things.
One student participant in the Draper study is quoted with “I think it’s pretty effective [to
comment on offensive posts] because even though they don’t know who you are, they see on
their phone how negatively what they said is being perceived. They can take that and learn
from it and maybe not do it again.” (Draper, 8) It’s an interesting dynamic when users take
moderation upon themselves. Yik Yak is personal because of its location services, so when
student see their peers as part of the problem, many want to get involved in the solution. This
type of user participation can be relatively successful because those making harmful comments
may feel more motivated to learn when being called out by their peers within the safety of
anonymity.

One cannot navigate user moderation on Yik Yak without consideration of the role that user
anonymity plays. The good side of anonymity on Yik Yak is its facilitation of free speech on a
platform still loosely identifiable as social media. In Draper’s study, there was analysis of the
app’s structure where every user is visible regardless of follower count unlike other platforms
dominated by influencer culture. Success is instead dictated by upvotes and downvotes.
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Through this model, quality content is rewarded over user reputation. It’s also important to
note how Yik Yak’s voting system is at its core democratic. Each user has the power to control
what they see on their feed. They can vote their favorites to the top and in turn send certain
entries off the page entirely. As previously discussed, which campuses participate in
moderating any given entry can vary, but this type of participation is akin to community
centered journalism in that it’s for the people and by the people. Relevant issues that may not
get picked up by official school channels live on Yik Yak, and students are able to discuss freely
without the restraints of professional public relations strategies. It’s harder for large scandals to
be pushed aside, and easier for “smaller” events to gain appropriate traction if the community
democratically decides to give them adequate screen time. People with smaller social circles
can put out their ideas without fear of identification or lack of broader social acceptance. If a
post falls flat or even gets removed, no one knows the identity of the poster.

While user participation and anonymity are key aspects of the app’s success, the most notable
positive impact that Yik Yak brings is the campus community it can form. Frith and Saker
describe the app as a “digital neighborhood” with, “Participants explained that they had gone
to a campus event or new restaurant because they saw people posting about it on Yik Yak. The
feed in those cases became a way of discovering new places, of connecting with parts of the
city or university life that likely would have remained hidden without the application.” (Frith,
4.5) Yik Yak is a positive communication tool when analyzing the college experience in a digital
age. Especially in the current climate, many students have been physically isolated from one
another due to COVID restrictions, making it difficult to have in-person bonds or form a dorm
culture. Having a tool that unites students physically on a given campus is a unique occurrence
in media studies, giving us a glimpse into a simultaneously public and private form of
communication.

This digital community can also be used to organize change. Students at Syracuse University
united through Yik Yak to organize campus wide protests against sexual violence. Students that
may not have been members of organizing groups were easily able to see the importance of
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the cause through messages on a platform that they are already scrolling through. This made
the issues feel more pressing to the whole student body as opposed to just the victims or
smaller groups of allies, a powerful tool for any movement. While we’ve seen unity like this on
social media before, Yik Yak is unique once again because of its location-specific feature and
because its users can remain anonymous, in this case a condition that helps more survivors feel
comfortable coming forward.

Unfortunately, many of the downfalls of the original Yik Yak are still present. An instance at
Elon University was reported when a student seeking support with self-harm on the app was
told to “finish the job.” in the comments. While Yik Yak has received praise in the past as an
unlikely outlet for suicide prevention, comments like the one from Elon could send a
particularly fragile student over the edge. While it’s understandable given the culture of Yik Yak
that a struggling student may want to reach out to their peers for help, it can be concerning
that those in crisis turn to the platform before calling a hotline or other campus mental health
resource.

A downfall due to the app’s location-based nature, callouts can be even more anxiety inducing
with confirmation that targeted posts actually did come from one’s peers. It is such a direct
form of cyberbullying, because if a person is called out by name, all they can hope for is enough
downvotes for a swift removal as the reporting process is still generally slow. Certain dirty
laundry can be paired to an entire community, easily enough to affect the victim's reputation. It
is hard to separate the digital space from reality when the lines blur in this way, and this type of
paranoia could interfere with real relationships in parents, friends, or teachers. “Unlike a
random online comment section or message board, participants who watched a racist post get
“upvoted” on Yik Yak were aware that the views being expressed were posted by people
nearby, people they may interact with on a daily basis.” conclude Frith and Saker. “A racist post
on Yik Yak does not have the distance of a random racist remark online, but instead feels more
like seeing racist graffiti on campus.” (Frith, 4.3) This can be particularly upsetting to a frequent
user of the app.
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Another negative effect is simply the lack substance in the content of Yik Yak, and questions are
raised about if this type of outlet is healthy or productive even if there are rarely consequences.
In a Columbia University study, Quiglan Li and Ioana Literat analyzed Yik Yak’s design and
possible misuse, “In the case of Yik Yak, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, as it is
the particular combination of three main features - anonymity, hyper locality and voting
aggregation - that can turn the app into fertile ground for vitriol, particularly in the
sociocultural context of the college campus.” (Li, 1) They concluded that the nature of the app,
partnered with the college-aged demographic of its user base was a recipe for misuse through
misdesign. In discussion of whether virtual spaces like Yik Yak are a blank canvas, or if they
promote certain types of negative behavior by design, many would advocate for the latter. This
is backed by the idea that the app’s user base is relatively unstable, undergoing the sweeping
physical and emotional developments of their early adulthood. Arming college-aged students
with an anonymous echo chamber may be a recipe for disaster, no matter how unified it may
make them feel.

As one can conclude that the dynamic created by Yik Yak can have both positive and negative
outcomes, it is also vital to address that near the demise of the first version of Yik Yak, concerns
about whether users even had true anonymity arose. In 2015, executives were forced to come
forward that user’s identities were not truly anonymous when it came to warranted
authorities. A year later, a New York University cybersecurity research team navigated
alternate ways to access users’ information on the app. That main pillar of the app’s structure
crumbling sealed its fate in 2017, and the revival’s security policy seems unchanged or at least
equally unclear. In media studies it’s vital to ask why users crave anonymity online and
simultaneously post about every detail on other platforms. This idea of conditional privacy is
fueled by platforms like Yik Yak, appealing for those looking to shed their actual identity and
their social media identity while still feeling a digital connection to their real-life community.
This craving for true free speech and protection from identification online will likely never be
filled.
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While the revival edition of Yik Yak has gained equal if not greater traction on college campuses
as it did from 2014-2016, all of the same concerns are still present. We can hope that some of
the harmful use will slow with changing times or user moderation, but generally speaking Yik
Yak really is a digital version of bathroom graffiti, with the opportunity to be both supportive
and destructive. Frith categorizes Yik Yak as a prime example of a hybrid space, or “What
happens as the Internet leaves the desktop and moves out into the physical world. [They are]
spaces that show how physical place shapes the meaning of the mobile internet.” (Frith, 5) Yik
Yak is conscious in the way it maps out its users both in and out of the app. Since any given
screen only exists in its current five-mile radius, content occurs not only between two physical
points but to temporal points as well. Still, users are able to have real life conversations about
specific activity they are seeing on Yik Yak, and share their opinions in the app digitally, but in
real time and space. While the content of Yik Yak itself is rarely that deep, the implications of
the hybrid space it creates are. It’s important for students to understand the unique position
that activity on Yik Yak permits and use that influence carefully. Yik Yak is to local elections as
social media is to the presidency. One has a much smaller scale, but arguably a stronger day-today influence on those effected. We have found through studying the relationship of the digital
landscape to our democracy that community focused efforts are the most influential, and they
have the power to be extremely productive or vastly detrimental.
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